[Primary adrenal cortex insufficiency--a diagnostic challenge].
Primary adrenocortical insufficiency (Addison's disease) is characterised by weakness, tiredness, fatigue, weight loss, hypotension, hyperpigmentation and a craving for salt. Without treatment lethality is 100%; correctly treated, life expectancy is normal. Addison's disease may appear isolated or as part of a polyendocrine syndrome. Because several of the symptoms are unspecific and develop over the course of several years, many patients are not diagnosed before a life-threatening adrenal crisis develops. Autoimmune destruction of the adrenal cortex is the main cause of adrenocortical failure in the industrialised world. This condition is characterised by circulating autoantibodies against the steroidogenic enzyme 21-hydroxylase. These autoantibodies can now easily be quantified. More unusual causes of adrenocortical failure are tuberculosis, bleeding, metastasis and adrenoleukodystrophy. Using three cases we highlight the clinical, diagnostic and therapeutic aspects of adrenocortical failure.